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D~Ff1ICATIO1~ OF AN W~FLVORA3L~ OU1VO~dE IN VIETNAN

AND A$8~4FIIO~

1. At some stage in most debates about the Vietnam war,

questions like the ZOUOWIng ~rge: What w,uld it actually- mean

for the US if it tailed to achieve it~ stated objectives in Vietnam?

Are our vital interests in fact involved? Would abando~nent of

the effort really generate other serious dangers? Naturally,

those who oppose the war tend to minimize the costs of L�aüures,

while those who support the war point ominously- to far-reaching

negative effects which they allege would follow such a setback.

This aspect of the Vietnam arg~ent baa lacked clear and detailed

definition on both ~idea, even though it is crucial to the Why- and

Wherefore of our whole involvament there.

2. What we are attenptin,g in this paper 18 to provide some

greater precision about the probable costs, for American policy

and interests as a whole, of an unfavorable outcome in Vietnam.

It is not asst~ed in this inquiry that such an outcome is now

likely; it baa been denonstrated, in fact, that the C~nists
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cannot win if the US is deter~ined to prevent it. But the question

of� what it would mean for the US if its own objectives are not

achieved is relevant and fair. The debate itself shows the need

for a sounder basis by which to ~eastare the costs of an unfavorable

outc~ ag~-4�~t the exertions which would preeu1~*b1y still be

required to schieve a favorable one.

3. What we mean by an �unfavorable outeone� needs to be

defined with acme reaUmi~. We are not discussing the entirely

implausible hypothesis of a political-military collapse, say,

the precipitate withdrawal of American forces or sweeping political

concessions tantamount to granting Hanoi outright achievement of

its aims in the South. It seems realistic to believe, given the

present scale of t~ involvement and the sacrifices already me.de,

that this government would approach a settlement short of its aims

only by a series of steps involving gradual adjustment of our

present political�military posture. Apart fron the donmstic

political pressures that would cause this to be so, the very concern

to m{v~4~~ize unfavorable effects on other relationships and on the

American vorid position would argue strongly for such a course.

ii. We aamnne, therefore, that an outcc~e favorable to the

C~11inf ats would c~e about as the result of a process of negotiation,

�2-
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probably fairly prolonged. A resulting political settlement,

~ithether 02 not it looked at tir~t like a �fcc pr~iniae,� would in

the end lead to the establishment of C~~nrn~lst power in South

Vietham. faz~ as the broader repercussions of this developuent

arc concerned, a critical variable would be the time the process

took. If it took 10 years, obviously the significance of US

acceptance of such a settlement would tend to be lost in the new

context produced by interim events. We are assuming for purposes

of this discussion that the period would be short enou~i to make

it impossible to blur the fact that P~merican policy had met with

a serious reverse; it would appear in fact that the US had

deliberately accepted a faulty settlement rather than pay the price

of trying longer to avert it. This seems a realistic assumption for

two reasons: the C~unists would probably try to turn a shaky

settlement to early advantage and would be little concerned to

delay their triumjt for a long period in other to save face for

the US; and, the divided non~C~minist political forces in South

Vietnam, if left to their own devices under auc~ a settlement,

would probably not be able to put up effective political resistance

for very long.

5. If sU. this went off peacefully, it would constitute the

best rather than the worst case, or rather a successful US effort

-3-
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to aebieve the beat case, given a decision to place priority on

~4ng hostilities rather than on achievement of the aims we have

so far pursued. It is possible, hoirever, that events would be

precipitated in such a ra~mer that the outecise � the tltlr(TIg of

power by the Cr~n~(atn � would emerge very� rapidly and in con

ditions of breakdoen and disorder on the non~Cr~i~n~ni at side. ~re

could be a spectacle of panic flight fr~ the co*mtry, suicidal

retk~ by isolated groups, end C~1n4 Rt terror and v~geanae.

Clearly�, if this worst case came about, the discredit the US would

earn, which would be seen by meny as not mere],y political but also

as moral. discredit, would be far greater. The fouoving discussion

aas~miea a negotiated settlement applied in reasonably orderly

cixcth~stances, but �which nevertheless works out to C~xuunist

advantage �within a relatively brief period, say�, a year or so.

SOME G~N~AL PROPDSTTIONS

6. Viewed p~ue].y as an inteUectusi. probleit, the question

posed can have no ecaplete and �wholly� satisfactory anever. One

is asked to asw~e a single event, the scenario and context for

~ich cannot be described in detail, and. to project its consequences

for subsequent develo~nents on the world scene as a �whole. In fact,
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no single event, even one as important as this one, can be deter�

~~~�ig for a].]. subsequent deve]o~eients. In any case, it is

impossible to diaentengl�~ the effects at a single event frc~ the

ihole cont4 at interacting forces; ccmzpensatory ~otiona of

wfoeseeable ~agnitnde, or even quite wirelated deve].oplsentu~

would c~ into play to alter the ~ of interactions. (~iy

historians, after the fact, can have the satisfaction of treeing

back orderly Oh~i n~ of canaattt~~n The view forward is elwa.ys both

haz3r and kaleidoacopiŁ; those who have to act on such a view can

have no certainties but iuuat make choices on what appears at the

m~ent to be the margin of advantage.

7. If it is impossible to list end measure all the forces

which would be brought into play by the event assumed, it may

nevertheless be possible to state a~ne genera]. propoaition~ which

would tend to govern the directions in which events might move.

Such propositions can at least au~est bow to think chout the

iesues posed. Those stated in the ixmiediatei.y following paragraphs

will be applied later in the paper in attempting to forecast

developments affecting s~e concrete situations and relationships.

8. The failure of American policy in Vietaws would have

repercussions worldwide; it cannot be thought of merely as a local

or even as a regional event. This is so, not only because world

�5�
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attention has been so intensively focussed on the dra~ of

Vietnam for so long, but even more importantly, because the US

is involved and it i~ a primary power factor on a world scale.

9. There would inevitabl.y be a ree~praiaal in y quarters

of the real weight end reach of US power. In a sense, Inter

national politic8 is the sisn of calculations made by all the actors

concerning the power and intentions of all others, Since the US

baa been viewed as the most powerful actor in the game, all parties

would feel obliged to reconsider th~~ir views of US power, as veil

as of the will end vie&m of those who wield it.

10. That this should happen at aU is a measure of the

importance of the event which occasions it. The respect of others

for US power and the uses to which it is put is one of the key

building blocks for such order and security as obtain in the world.

If it were ramcve~I frc~ this inherently fragile structure, many

unsettling and perhaps d8ngeroua consequences would follow. ~oae

who are responaib].e for the conduct of American policy cannot in

prudence afford to treat this censiderati~n lightly.

U. The contingency we are discussing in this paper would

constitute a rather dramatic ~wmstration that there are certain

limits on US power, a discovery which would be unexpected for many,
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TtT

disconcerting for sone, and encouraging to othera. To be sure,

no one doubts that the US could utterly destroy North Vietnam with

nuclear weapons, if it chose to do so. Moat would probably agree

that the TZ could achieve ita Objectives by less dreztie methods,

if it persisted long enou~i and paid the coat. But the coa~eUing

proposition ~nerging frca~ the situation would be that the US,

acting within the constraints imposed by its traditions and public

attitudes, cannot crush a revolutionary mav~ient which is suffi

ciently large, dedicated, cce~petent, and wefl�supported. In a

narrow sense, this means sore ainzp].y that the structure of US

a~litary p~r is ill-suited to cape with guerrilla warfare waged

by a deteim~ined, resourceful, and politically astute opponent. This

is not a novel discovery. It has long been suspected. What our

postulated situation would do is .to reveal it dxamaticaUy.

12. ~ the otber hand, the contingency we are discussing in

this paper does nat involve & reverenl of power relations, of the

cart that occurred for ~r~1].e, with the defeat of Genrw~uy t~

World War II. The case in question is rather one of a setback for

a very great power iibose essential strength would r~-1n unimpaired,

Historically, great powers have repoated].y absorbed setbacks with

out pernmnent âtin1nntion of the role which they suboe~ent1y played.

-7-
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everyone e.cknovl.edgea that the US&R has suffered a n~ber of z~jor

setbucks in the last 20 years, but few would argue that its power

bulks a~ the less tc~znidah1e today. c~1m1i~1.13r, the view held. by

others of US power would probab3.y be affected relative].y and

teiupł~~ri1.y tho~~ it is not possible to say with certainty ~thether

new ccs~lications and dangers might not be set in train by such a

setback.

13. )bretTver, the reappraisals of the US made by others

would not be uniform; they would be heavily conditioned by the

particular perspectives, expectations, and interests of different

countries � The fears of a~ would rise beca~.we they would con

elude that US power bias a less reliable support to their security

than they had m~posed. Others would be reassured because they

would believe that US power was being used with greater responsi

bility end concern for the general peace than they bad thought.

Scme would tear a tendency for the US to withdre.v generally frc*~

iwrolvement with the security and developnent of other areas.

Oth~ra would rejoice because they would exoect the US to reveal, a

better-balanced concern for other parts of the world than southeast

Asia, and still others because they would hope that US resources

saved by peace in Vietnam would be applied elae~there.

-8-
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The r~ppraieals would also be tentative. Few would

conclude that the Vietn~n episode gave e. fizia fix fox the fatUZ~

on the content and direction of US policy. ~3s~ost eli would

reoo~tze that, ithile Vietn~a in&teeted scetetbing about the limits

of US power aM especisl]..y about ita relevance to that paiculii~r

ait)atiOn, the power of the US would r~tn the veigbtiect single

fact~ in world politics. The indications that the US gave in

subsequent pronowic~nent~ and action of how it i.ntended to u.se its

power would increasingly aster time efface the im~t of the

Vietnamese affair. It would not b~ve Dermanent effect on how

others viewed this country since the reappraisal of power relat–ons

is a entinuing process.

15. A ~i~i1~ te~xtati�reness would affect the attitudes of

states vb.icb have a particular interest because of US security

e~it~nte to thea,.. We think there is none ift~.tch would vitbdraw

forthwith hun its security relationship with the US because of

an unfavorable outccma in Vietnsa. 8~x~ might consider �whether

they ought not to a.U.ow such ties to diszo1v~e am~ move to a more

neutral stance. Some might even dr~ the le~eon that the US

would in fsitm~e be more exacting of reciprocal performance fr~

its aUIe~ce partzrnra. Probably al]. would decide to await further

evidence before making a definitive reading of US intentions,

-9-
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ev-idencc in the form of reassurances or actions bearing directly

on themselves. ~t a trend toward degeneration of some alliance

relationships is one of the risks that would be involved.

16. F1n~i1~y one general proposition towers over all the

above in importance; it concerns a factor which probab].y would

have more decisive effect on the net result than any other. This

is the appraisal made by the US Itce].f -- its leaders and genera].

opinion � of the me~n~in~ of the Vtetu~a experience for the fixture

course of US policy. A traumatic reaction, pertiaps revealed by a

deeply divisive national. debate or by a feverish search for �guilty�

parties, could greatly cc uid the damsge done. An apparent con

fusion of counsels, �with one set of ex~r~iets d~incB~ng a more

ruthlc~s8 u~ of American power and another the rcn�n�~iation of

any world power role, would have similar effect. More than other

notions, and far more than any great power known to history, the

Americans live with open windows. Especially in the limnediate

aftermath of the event, a clamor of domestic quarreling and din

array mi~it go far to t3.x the views of friends and foes abroad in

a mistaken and u].tiinatei,y dangerous mold. Conversely, if American

opinion seemed in the main to take a steady and sober line, foreign

echoes would tend to be ati~dlar1y moderated. In tact, American

cicineatic interpretations of a setback in Vietnai~i, and the

- 10 -
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iaprecaion others conae~uent].y for~d of the like],y subsequent

cc*m�ue of American policy, night finall.y prove as iu~ortant as

the event itself.

ICL&TIO~S FOR ASI&

17. rning to sane more concrete i~pUcatione, the most

d.lxect and i~diate would be evident in the region of Southeast

Asia itself. But what ba~ppens in this area bears in turn on

Chinase policy and the future of Chinese-American relations, and

also an the role which the U$ is to play in the affairs of Asia

Cff~� the long term.

Southeast Asia

18. In considering Southeast Asia, the first questions are:

Does Ifanot have enbitions b~y~ind the extension of Cr~im~~~ivt power

to the whole of Vietnam? Ifaviug won that, h~ would it conduct

itself toward other states of the area? There does not seen imich

doubt that it would a~m to estahlish its ascen6ancy over Laos and

C~bodia; the Vietnamese Ci~mnmists, parti,y because they hnd an

orgnni~�.ed. existence for several decades imder the colonial regime,

apparent],y regard thauselvea as the successors to the Prench in all

of ~tnn� Thxt this does not mean that hanoi would procead

-11-
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at once to wage subveraive.-guerriUa war against these two

_c~mt~es in order to establiab outright C~�~�~ at zegin�ea. For

s~ period at least, the C�~f sta would, be preoc~pied with the

con~olidstion of their rule in South Vietniua. Probably- Eanci

vo~ld be satisfied initi~3i.y to have well-disposed goverlta

responsive to its infbzenoe in Laos and C~odia. Its prisar~

requir~3eut would be that they� not have a military association

with the US. If they did, they voul~1 beo~e the object or stth

veraive attack, though probably� not of for~.]. invasion. Sooner

or later, of course, flanoi would expect these two countries to be

/ governed by subordinate branches of the Victn ~e Ocntsuinist Party.

19. The sit~icm of Th~AnrL would be perilous and cc~p1i-

cateci. Sooner er later, both Eanci and Peking would bring pressure

in an atte~t to force Ban~ok into a, �cooperativ&� relationship.

---�-�-�~be- test v~ould be the latter�s willingness to dissociate itself

frc~ the US, and, presi~ably, new political leadership would be

reciuired sa en earnest of this change. We have no sound basis for

eattx~.tin~ h~w the Thais would resuond to such pressure. Our best

guess is that, despite the discredit the US would suffer because

or the outccr~e in Vietnan, the present That leadership would con

tinu.e to seek US support. The Ccsi~uniat novera would then press

the subversive effort already in being in northeast Theilend,

-12-
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using it as a lever on the Baragkch gcivermnent. Its dilennia would

be whether to try to buy off C__~���i-~t pressure by r~ &gning its

policies, or whether to give resistance with US aid, assiuning this

was offered. With such aid, the Th~1c~ chances of beating off a

subversive campei~i would probably be good, thou~i the pressures

for aec~odatiou generated by leftist politics), forces, which

would no doubt gain stmnngth in the wake of a C~~vmmiat success in

Vietnam, might be great. We see no way of anticipating how the

interns], political struggle generated in nuiand by these events

would fall out. (bvioua]y, the stance adopted by the ~, and

Thai appraisal of it, would be crucial.

20. Similarly, in other countries of the region, jw1get~ritc

~de about the furUier intentions of the US in the area would

docis.iveiy affect the balance of internal political forces and,

therefore, the policies adopted toward the C~xmiunist po~rs. In

}.~.1ayaa, Bul~, the Riilippinec, and Indonesia, non-Ccsmwiigt

political forces n~ow� have a clear ascendancy. The w~.il of the

present ruling groups to maintain f~n~elvea in power, to assert

full national independence, and to resist internal cubver~~1on

would persist despite C~,mist success in Vietnam. None of these

four states would be destined inevitably to fail under Ccsuuunist

control or to be pressured into a vassal relationship with C~ina.

- 13 -
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But clearly their will. and capacity to resist internal and. e~terna1

pressures woul4 be greatly strengthened if the t~ demonstrated.

convincingly that its backing would continue to be available to

them. ~hat the ~ did abont euppoating thu Thais, who would be

most iya~edia~tely exposed to Cr~unt~t pressures, would greatly

eXfeet j r~ent~ of political leaders in the other states ab~t

US intentions.

2L ~e oUblook would be very� ~tch darker if leaders Lu

these countries c~m~1uded that they had to write off the US as

a power factor in the region. A strong regime in ( determined

to press a oes~aig~ of subversion against the mainland. states,

has considerable assets with which to work. Burma is vulnerable

because of its long border and its dia~id.eut minorities; its

political weakness and stagnation may i~mke it a target for the

C~�ni~ta re~.rdlens of the outcone in Vietnam. In I.hlaysia, and.

Singapore, the Cc~mi~t parties, ].argei.y Chinese, are responsive

to Peking� a direction and have a demonstrated capacity for terrorist

activity. With new pressures on these gover~r~~ta, leftist fronts

agitating for acc~odatiou with the C~rmrniet powers would gain

in strength. Even if not inevitable, it is possible, especio.U.y

ass~ing the absence of effective US aupport,~ that political

realigr~uents would occur in one or another of these countries.

- -
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At a ml nlnnm~ interim), instability and a setback to econcinic

develo~nent would be a danger.

22. Indonesia and the I~iilippinez would be very much less

vulnerable, in part because their island situations mske external

support to guerrilla forces far more difficult. It seems ~rnlIke1y

that the present Indonesian leaders would, because of Cr2~~m1nl~st

success in Vietnam, falter in their dctermination to cope with

their own internal CcilaRinict problem. Given continuation of the

ecci~c aid prograns in which the ~, Japan, and others are

iui-olved, their will to move ahead with orderly develo~nent would

r~.in. If, ho ver~Crm~mmlst gains eventuaU.y took place in

ThRil~rni and other nu~Anhi~,nd states, leftist nationalist forces,

which have been repressed along with the C~nun4~ts in the last

two years, mi~it revive; the result could be a new phase of

severe instability. In the ~i].ippincs, the outlook for stability

and sound development is. i~t good in ai~�- case. t~ failure in

Vietnam would give encouragement to Ccimmmist and anti-American

forces, but the problem of subversion would probably stiil be

manageable. As in Indonesia, of course, if Ccimnunist gains were

extended beyond Vietnam, there would probably be a tendency for

the internal situation of the Ii~iUppinee to deteriorate also.

- 15 -
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23. Thus the eventual repercussions of f~-flure in Vietnam

are potentially serious in Southeast Asia. as a whale, but that

failure alone would not necessarily unhinge the entire area.

Other factors which would c~e into play s%thsequentl.y would be

tar ~re important. The priu~Z3r one in the role the US would

decide to play in the area, and its success in convincing leaders

there of its will end capacity to Oontinue backing th~ Next

in importance would be the otrtec~ne in ~ilnni. If the in,

with US bailing a ceantull.y held off the pressures which would

be brought to bear a~~in~t then, the whole region would probably

D~{fl reasonably stable. If they did not, deteriorating situations

in Bur~ and ~laycia would probably develop, and the political

balance in Indonesia end the Philippines could eventually be

affected also. Finnfly, much in all this hangs on the situation

in ( restored unity there, if cothined with a reinvigoration

of expansionist p~olicies, would obviously worsen the odds against

stability in Southeast Asia.

Chir~

2~. In view of the present intert~.1. turmoil –n China, it is

impossible to say �whether and in iibat degree it �will be a signif

icaxit factor in Asian poser alignments during the ncx~ few years.

The discussion here aasl.naes that order �wiU ultimately be restored

409



Memo Implications of an Unfavorable Outcome in Vietnam, 11 September 1967

(Continued...)

under the authority of a central goverx~nt, and that such a

goveriznent will aspire to great-power dc~insnce in the Asian

region. This means that it will strive to limit or displace I~

tn~fluence and to bring lesser states of the area into a depend~�t

or at least ramble relationship with itself. This will be true

~atever faction wins the internal power struggle, though the

manner in which a future Chinese regime pursues such eisa clearly

depends on its political cc~nplo~d.on and on its strength. In any

case, we vould not think that Cc~~min~st success in Vietnam woul4

make avert Chinese aggression in Southeast Asia an~r more likely.

Like Hanoi, Pdd.ng v~ld try to follow up by increasing pressure

on states of that area to dissociate the~selves fr~ the ~.

Probably on the political plane, though surely not in power terse,

a unified C~m~M5t Vietnam could become s~ething of a competitor

to Ch~nci in that region.

25. It seams uj~1 ikely that Cosauniat success in Vietnam

would itself have any important bearing on the internal. struggle

in China No &*tht the ~.oi~ta would t�1n~~ the event as a triunph

of the leader�s doctrines, but the Viet�~�~e we.r is apparently

not at issue between the Chinese factions; other contentions aver

internal power ~nd policy are dminating. Whether in the long run
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the fact that the US was no longer militarily present in a border

country would 1i~rove the prospects of (2iinose-American relations

se~a doubttul. These re3.atione will depend far more funda~ntaiiy

on other issues, notab1,~r Tatwen, and on the general political

disposition of the ].~iier~bip in ~ ~d~icb succeeds Mao.

The US Role in Asia

26. Not only the states of Southeast Asia, but all the non-.

Cr~m{gt states in the Far ~st would fee]. obliged to ask themselves

~ the f lure of US policy in Vietnam meant for the future role

of the US in that part of the world. There would surely be a

ahoek to all these states, and a period of sczne uncertainty ~ile

they re-ezamined their relations with the US and made frantic

effort~ to get a new re~At�~g on US intentions.

27. Eventual reactions would vary with the particular situ-.

ations of individual. states. Those ~thieh feel themselves moot

i~diately threatened by C�~nm1~st forces -- Thailand, South

Korea, Thiwan -- would be the most alarmed. The latter two would

di~a~na~ concrete reasz~uanee, recognizing that they had no pose1-

bility of acecnmmdation with their enemies. As indicated above,

~iland� a case would be more ccmplex. And, also as argued Gbove,

other states in Southeast Asia would be very much affected

-18-
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eventually by ~æethc~ Vietnam see~�ed to set a limit to Cc~ummi~st

advance, by the fate of ~t1~~nd and by what the US d~oustrated

there that it we.a prepered to do in future. Broadly speaking,

we think that al]. these states would want the US to continue to

play a major role in support of Ani~n security and develo~*nent,

but they would expect it to damonstre.te anew that it had the will

to do so. For e~a, the lesson of Vietnam ini~it be that US support

could not be effective without greater effort by tham on their own

b~hA1f. The outc~e in Vietnam might also give sc~ne iu~,ulse to

regional. association in Asia, though this would be ini4ke],y to

be significant frcmi a security point of view.

28. In Japan, one would not expect any sudden retreat from

-the

- security --rcl~tlonahip with- the -~&, but stronger neutralist

opinion would be heard and the f�utw~e of the US-Japanese security

treaty would be more uncertain. For the Jhpanese, however, the

rel.ationship with the US would be weighed primarily ags.innt the

long-term threat posed by a nuclear China, and if developments in

China did not se~ Ukely to promise a diminution of this threat,

Japan would probably went to preserve its present ties with the US.

But the alternative of seeking security by becrining a nuclear

power herself would probably also gain wider support.
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29. The way in ~hich US leadership cierined the future

Ai~erican role in Asia, and the extent to ~shich sueh utterances

app~re6. to cc~siad political aupport in this country, would be

b~ all odds the moat important detenuinants for Asian attitudes.

This means that if the I.E p rsuaaive].y conveyed the intention to

continue to be present in the Far East as a eecuity factor, and

also to continue supporting the moves toward regional institutional

devolc~aent *ftiich have begun there, then it a~s irni tke].y that in

the end an unfavorable outc~ne in Viethan would greatLy alter the

present pattern of relationships. There would no doubt be a

troubled and uncertain pbaac in the i.i~diate a.ftex~nath of the

event, but it should not be beyond the capacity of our leadership

and diplcm~acy to negotiate this passage, provided again that our

dcm~estic polities did not give such a picture of confusion and

disarrey that Asians felt it necessary to d.iscount the US as a

powar factor in that area.

30. Thus we do not conclude that other states in Asia would

inevitabl.y fall under C~~�ni et control in the wake of C~unist

success in fletham. The ensuing period would be marked by in

creased political instability, especia11~j in Southeast Aaia, and

the slow process of political-eoonci~ie development and regional

association which we have aou~it to pr~smote would surely be set
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back. If one or more states in Southeast Asia did in fact fall

under Cziuuniz3t control, the outloo1~ for these goals would be even

dlfiwner the region could be in a turbulent and regressive condition

for a long time. This would mean a major frustration of US policy

aims, but we think would not bring any major threats to US security.

S~I~-A~RICA~N l~ATIO1~

31. We turn next to Soviet�American relations because these

constitute the central power conflict in the world, because only

the USSR can seriously threaten US security, and because the

conclusions the Soviets x~.ght draw fr~ a US failure in Vietnam

could affect American policy probl~ns in many areas other than Asia.

32. The Soviots did not ctiiaa~1ate Hanoi�s eggression; had

their influence been do~ii~nt, the Vietnsnese Co~miunists would

probably have pursued a more cautious and less costly course

toward their goal of winning power in all o~ Vietn~m, Since 19611,

however, Moscow has given ThU political and material support,

partly to counter C!~4nese influence in Vietnam and in the Cc~nimi st

ement generally, and partly because the Soviet leadership came

to believe Hanoi bad a good chance for success. The USSR�s interests

as leader of the C~mniin1st world and as a great power demanded that

it be associated v.Lth this success. The anticipated setback for

US arms and policy would serve both kintil3 of interests.
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33. How would Soviet conduct be affected by the outcome in

Vietnam that ~ are assuming? Cme hypothesis that can be die

missed, the one prcinoted currently by Soviet prope~anda, is that

the way vonl4 be opened toward a m~er of ccnst~uctive develop

~mts which w�~mld greatly advance Soviet-American detente. Surely

the ao-caU.ed �American aggression in Vietnam� has contributed to

the hardening of Soviet-American relations over the last several

years, but Vietnam ha~ been as much pretext as cause. The Soviets

have nat tried seriously to pr~nate a aettl~nt there, among

other reasons, because they wanted to u~e the political liabilities

the war baa iu~osed on the US to undez~iine American influence in

other areas end to advance their o�~m. They would use a setback for

US policy in Vietnam to the same end, pointing out to others the

�

limitations and um�eltabLlity of US power, and the da~ers of being

�

aligned with it a~inst �progressive� rorces. Against this back

ground, no very significant progress in bilateral relations would

be likely, thou* the Soviets might initially favor en improv~ent

in atmospherics in order to push settlement of n~e issues on what

they would call �a more realistic basis.
�~ In s~, the Soviet-

American conflict is too broad and basic, involving a po~~er contention

in other areas far more crucial than Southeast Asia, to be turned

aro~md toward detente merely bY the end of the war in Vietnam.
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3l~. A more ~ging question is �whether the Soviets might

not ma1~.e a reappraisal of American power and �will which �would tes~t

them into rashly a~greasiire moves. We btow their preoccnzpation

�with the paychology of po~iex. %~fle t1ma~� wou)4 realize that

thjectivel.y American capabilities were un~4~,1n4 shed, they mi~t

apecu.tate on the disc~ientation of American lee4ership and on a

loss of ne~ve. We th(n1~ there is scs~e ch~ne~o that the Sc,vieta

would �wish to try on s~ such b~ypothceie. It is imposaib].e to

say ithere and how they might ~e to teat American viU. If they

did so, it would probabi,y be in a tentative naz~er; any really

dangerous probe would, be ended as soon as they were Latisfied that

the L~ did not accent that any general change in the relations of

power had occurred. L4ore~ver, they would be cann~ious that

particular�ly strong An~iean reactions were possible precis~]~r in

ardor to demonstrate that the ou~tc~me in Vietnan had no general

si~iflcance. Th~r would also be ~ure that a rev~ersion by them

to aggressive behavior would prej~ice political tendencies they

have been tr~ring to nourish, notably in Europe. We think, therefore,

that while the Sov~iets would certainLy entertain noves to~rd

policies of presslue, they would actually unc~nrteke these only

pith their wmua]. ca~xtion, and would draw back when they were

satisfied that the results were ] to be cowmterprod~ictive.
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Thin adds up to ee,yinii that Soviet conduct in the vake of an

unfavorable outcat~e in Vietn~ mi~it present prob]~s, but that

these ii~*ild probaU.y be manageable U the W played a steady hsnd

and eonyeyed to others that it yes do4ng so.

35. Since the beginning of this decad.e �national, liberation

warfare� ba~ been celebrated by Soviet doctrine and policy as the

key to overc~ing �imperiali~,� advancing �&oci~~Li~, and thus,

iu~].iedly, to extending the Soviet ~perina. Wou14 the 8oviet~

eee a Ccm~~nii nt success in Soutth Vietnam as v~-14 ~ting their theses

about national liberation etru~le, and thus be disposed to sponsor

~taile tactics more widel.y? There is reasou to daubt this. Surely

Soviet propaganda would in a general way make nu~ch of the heroic

exploits of the libei�ation fighters in Vietnam, and might in

selected areas urge that their example be followed. B%zt l~scow

�would be imlikei.y to advocate their methods as a general prescription

for Con~1ist parties and �progressive� forces, or pledge Soviet

s~port indiscriminately to such ventures. The SovIets probably

realise that the case of Vietnam is sixt generie that the C~n~inists

there had the luck to capture a broadly-based nationalist mov~nent

directed genuinely a~4~n�t foreign colonial rule. They kno�~�i that
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aiauo~t everywhere else in the Third World the colonial oppressors

have been long gone, and that the con~iltionn for armed action by

Cnnt~~unists are aore cc~,licated and less favorable. AccordingLy,

they would cofltinue to weigh the b~~1Am�e of forces obtntn1~g in

each nationa]. are~ oe~az�ate1y, counseling their clients to avoid

dyenturisa,� end to resort to ar~d violence only! when the

nrospects for success were good. this of the criteria for juksing

this would still be the W~el~1~nod of external aid to the regime

being attacked~, eepecis.U,y T~ aid. ~erefore, any change in this

aspect of Soviet policy would reflect Moscow�s jud~nent that US

counterinsurgency intervention had becone less likely.

36. Moscow is not in a position to orchestrate all insurgency

activity, however, and nowadays even in the Cc~n~~rii~ st s vement its

advice may go unheeded. It se~na likely that, in sc~e C~iunist

parties and in some other leftist groups, arned violence as the

way to ~o~aer would acquire greater a~pea.l. Scs~e, stirred by the

rcs~antic rvolutloimry aura which nii~it se~ to surround the

V1etna~eee in victory, might actually try to ~sitate thea. ~ani

festations of thia sort would be ~st likeLy to occur in Soutbemat

Asia itself, and perhaps in Latin America. In certain of the latin

American Cc~nuniut m~~~ementa there are minority factions which are
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noW~ UfldftZ C~.stro� s influence, ~4iaoii,y eca~uitted to armed violence.

Such ~oupe woul4 see the failure of t~ counterinsurgency action in

Vietn~ as a particularly favorable oxnen for th~, and would be

e~oureged to ~1arge their efforts.

37. Va dc~t, however, that aueh impulses would reault in a

much more widespt-ead. and serious Cc~unist insurgency- probl~n than

would obtain in any ~sc, either in Istin timerica ox� elsewhere.

It C~iata in s~ countries temporarily acquired more wiU

to fight, the odds for or against ew~oesa for such ventures in

any partJ.cular rational setting would~ essentially the sa~ie.

It is poseible~ in tact3 that threatened goverzunents would draw the

lesson that more vigorous efforts on their own behalf were indicated,

a result *bidi would contain insurgency far more effecUvel~y than

aid by the tJ~3 cou1d~ ever do.

38. The eff~ct on organized internaticcal C�im~n~m~ of more

reckless resort to insurgency by acce parties would ~obab1y be

diyiaive. The great majority of the Ccnma~nist parties vould continue

- -----~-----~-�-to -a~cre�-te-tbe--traditional Sc let-view that ~inpetuou~ resort to --

aimed viol.ence heedless of local circ~stauc s mnnifests the aevia

tion at� �petit bourgeois adventuri~t.� Those who defied this

view would find thsasulves isolated end without effective suz,port
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frota the ~in body of the ma~iient. ~ there would almost

certainLy not be a tendency for the C~min{st m~w~nent to r~igein

its unity by coalescing around a general Uric of greater reliance

an ax~ued violence. The divisions f~zxted by Chinese, (~.atroites,

or others who believe that �the primary duty of rvo].utionariee

is to nm1~e revolution� Ld.~1t even be intensified. Moreov~, there

vill continue to be z~m~rous other grounds for splits within

international. ~~min{~.

39. ~eruver a fresh impulse mi~t in fact be given to

revolutionary insurgency in certain less developed countries,

there would be a setback to political stability and econcinic

development. This, rather than the likelihood ci� nev Vietn~s,

is the cost to ncaaure. Bv�en in these ter~ns, the coct~ se~iw likely

to be limited. Perhapn it could be argued that ~ capacity to

give leadership to Third World dcvelo~inent would be c~prciaiaed,

but such an effect io not mee.surab].e and would ho torary,

especially if the t.E continued to mekc si~p~iifioant resources

available for military e~i develc~nent aid.

�fl~E ~ P141) ThE ThIRD WORLD

leO. By and large, the T~ involv~ent in Vietnam baa had

little sympathy in the third World. The reactions to T.~ failure
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would probably bo as varied and conflicting as the political

colorations ~nd interests �which obtain there
� For umny states,

preoccupied. �with t~lr own natio~ml end regional concerns, the

Vietnam oatc~e vould be a matter of indifference. S~ would be

pleased because Of a general. coemithent to �anti-imperi&Ua~a� as

a cause. Others would hope for a sore generous outpouring of t~ aid

�with the drain of the ~r stopped. A few might revise their view

of the account that bad to be taken of US power, and this might

be d~ging in international forimia like the U~i.

~l. Certain states which, formally or infoxwally, have linked

their security to reliance on US power would be the most troubled.

Sce~e hove done so in the belief that ties with the US were neeeasary

to doter a ess.tou by the USSR or, just as often, for support

against their regional. adversaries. Thin applies especially in

the Middle ~st among the moderate Arab states end among states

on the a uthern borders of the USSR. There might be s~e tendency

among these to believe that US power had been overrated or was on

th~ wane, so that acc~sm~odation to a new shaoe of things to cone

was indicated. ~ the whole, it scams unlikely that the Vietnàau

effair alone would cause any radical changes of alignment. There

would probably be time and opportunity for US policy to offset
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such tendencies, though there v~U.d be a price to pay in

reassurances an~ aid.

142. Nevertheless, alLowance should be ~de for special

uncertainties in the Third World.. )~ny gover~ents there have

an unstable view of power relations in the w~ld, and are faced

by equally ezeitable oppositions. For a~, a setback for U~

power, which n~y have 3e~sed sore i~oeing and invulnerable to

thes~ than to us, wiU c<sae as a severe shock. Thus, there is

the possibility that one or another goverz~ent, or its opposition,

would over-interpret the significance of ~hat happened in Viotnni~,

with unpredictable effects on its stability and a3.igzm~ent.

T~ AILk1~flC ALT~IM~E

~ AlLied gciv�ermiients and general opinion in ~rope have

had mixed views at the .A~rican in~olveoumt in Vietusa, but on the

~d~ole there baa been a tepid reception of the ~merican rationale

for the effort i~&1.e there. Sci~ opinion ban been actively opposed,

seeing Vietx~a as an ~erican aberration owing to a con inning

addiction to cold war. ~bst governments have thought the ~

nietaken, but have recognized that once the P~ericans were c~xmitted,

it was beat to give s~o passive s~xpport, providsd. there was no
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European involvea~eaxt. These a itudes reflect a current European

mood of reluctance to be involved in affairs entailing cost or risk

which do not ae~ to have a direct bearing on national interests.

ia~. Conee~ about an unfavorable aiztcone in Vietnes~ would

not, therefore, be related so ~ch to the event itself or to what

it mi~it mean for that part of the world, as it would to. possible

effects on American policy and attitudes. Of course, those who

hearken to Gauflist doctrine would consider auth a setback for

American power to be a deaire.ble development, but these would be

few. Sonic, especiaLl.y in Germany, would ask questions about the

reliability of Iinerican cc~itments to Europe�s security, but it

is unlikely that mistrust on this score would be wideaprewl or

take on a morbid c.vact~. I.bst would understand that the American

stake in Europe�s security is of a far different order of importance,

and would not be diaposed to make false analogies. However, the

output of apinion-swkers, especially that of journalistic intel

lectUals given to acnaaticna.l and pseudo-.sociological interpreta

tions, ricecheta with exceptional velocity within the Atlantic

world. There would thus be son~e danger, and es daily if there

were serious political ructions here, that European opinion would

be led to doubt A~riean capacity to leai~ the Alliance. But on the

whole, despite acme a].ars and excursions, the basic security

relationship with Europe would survives

-30-

423



Memo Implications of an Unfavorable Outcome in Vietnam, 11 September 1967

(Continued...)

115. Of c~se, there is more to the Atlantic relations1~ip

than the aecurity tie. The US has thou�~1t of it also as a

ccxil.ition of the a~�unced Western nations ec~ttted to certain

constructive enterprises, eopecia.Uy in the struggle for order

and develo~ient in the Third World. The cre&1bilit~y of Mierican

leadership tax ouch purposes might be adversely affected, despite

the fact that most Ezwopeaxi goverzm~enta have wanted us to shod

the Viethwa ixwolvament and would not nd.nd very much the z~nncr

of our doing so. This would be a cost to be borne, in the hope

that time would efface it, as it probably would.

CONCLUSION

46, The for~ojng discussion has roamed wids3,.y over many

o.reas and possibU.itics. An1y very precise or confident con lusioas

would misrepresent what ha~ been said and exceed what sober jud~nent

would allow. The following are the broad and essential in~,re~sious

which this paper has intended to convey:

a. An unfavorable outcc~e in Vietnam would be a. s~jor

setback to the reputation of US power which would limit US influence

end prejudice our other interests in scs~ degree which cannot be

reliably foreseen.
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b. P~c~ab1y the net effects would not be permanently

damaging to this country�s capacity to play its psrt as a world

power working for order and security in many areas.

c. ~e worst potential damage would be of the self-

inflicted kind: internal dissension which would limit our future

ability to use our power and resources wisely and to full. effect~

and lead to a loss of confidence by others in the American

capacity for l~dersh.tp.

d. The destabilizing effects would be greatest in the

iediate area of 2outheast Asia where some states would probably

face internal turmoil and he1~tened external aresauras, and where

u~ reali~nta might occur; similar effects would be unlis.ely

elsewhere or could be more easily contained.

1~7. As indicated at the outset of this paper, no single

enal.ysis of this subject can be entirely adequate. The uncertainties

and iniponderables iirroi.ved in projecting the consequences of the

contingency discussed are so great that other iszplications can

legiti.mntely be drawn, If they were either uorc comforting or

more cL~1lnow3, they could not be disproved.

L3. ~ut any honest and dispassionate analysis must conclude

that, if the tE accepts failure in Vietnam, it will pay sone
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price in the foi~n of new rIsks ~ich success there would preclude.

The frustration of a world power, once it has cc~nitted vast

resotwce2 and much prestige to a military enterprise, must be

in s~ degree d~ing to the general se~zrity syzte~n it upholds.

In the case of Vietnam, there does not se~ to be a co~non

6eiwtiinaf,~ which permits such eventu~il risks to be measured

reliabl.y against the obvious and limsediate costs of continuing

�au.r. Presw~ably those who have to make the agonizing choices were

~e,re of that a~xeady. If the azm1,~rsic here advances the discussion

at aU it is in the direction of cu~ezt1ng that such risks are

probabLy more ].imited and controllable than most previous argu~snt

has indicated.
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